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Questions and An:wers About Representative Demoaoraoy

The Mational Conferenc: of State 1egislarures serves the legiclirars
and staffs of the nation’s 50 states, its commonwealths and territories.
MCSL is a bipartisan organization with three objectives:

* lo improve the quality and effectiveness of state legislatures,
* To foster interstate communication and cooperation,
* To ensure states a strong cohesive voice in the ferderal system.

The Conference operates from offices in Denver, Colorado and ﬂll“
Washington, 1.0 i
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Your ldeas Count!

Questions and Answers About Representative Democracy

de-moera-cy (di mak'rase) Sovernment by the people; @ form of
gosermiment in wiich the supreme power s vested in the people and

exercsen aedly By them o By their alecied agents weder o free elec-
fowal sysiem. s G CETGE I TR

rep-re-sent-a-tive de-moc-ma-ey: The systen of govemment in
wilikch posser is hield by the people and exercised indirechly throwgh
oleckod raproserrlalivet,

LA NORE DR AT NTIN, AT P8 FIOFLE THE GRS AT THE T TGN

Hawve you ever stopped to wonder bow and why our system of
government works?

A Radical ldea...

About 230 vears ago, when al countries were ruled by small
groups of fich and powerful nobdes and kings, a few courageous
people i1 the British cobonies of Morth America dared Lo assert
that “all men are created equal.™ They strongly belizved that ordi-
nary pesple were born with the mghd 1o live in freedom and pur-
sue happiness, participating ir the process of making the laws that
ganeermeed thair lives,

Thia tuldly sadecal ivea inspsred the Amercan codonies to break aveay
from British rule and establish our present system of covernment “of,
by andd far the people,” And because democracy, in the words of our
28th president, Woodrow Wilson, "releases the energy of every
hwamary being,” Americans have been free to follow their dresms,
pypinre new ideas, and achieve hair highest goals.

“H you have a plan,
wap want to heear ik
Tell yaur Cormerimnily
Izaders, your local
aflicials, your gover-
ror, and your team
im Washimngton,
Belicve me, pour
sdeas count. An indi-
vichual can make &
difference.”
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Our Government Still Works

Im order to remain free to do what we want in life, we elect indi-
vidduals to learn absout the important issues that affect us and our
families and to represant our views at local, state and national bee-
e of government, Cur representatives serve in a wide variety of
offices, including school boards, city councils, state legislatures
and Congress,

Anyone who meets the gualifizations and who wants to make a
difference in his or her community through politics may rum for
office. And all citizens over the age of 18 have the right 1o vote for
whomever they choose, We call this system a “representative
democracy”—svhere the majority makes the decisions, but the
rights of the minarity are protscted by law,

Democracy Requires Compromise

It sounds fairy simple, but reaching agreements in a nation as big
as this one—where so many dfferent kinds of people hold so
many different paints of viow s wory difficult te do. It mqulf-cs a
lot of time, energy and patienze, plus the willingness to make bar-
gains, in order to reach agreements with all the people involved. A
strong belief in the democratic process, plus the willingness to
make trade-offs with each othzr when necessary, is what makes it
possible for our legislators to wark together Lo lingd ways of deal-
ing with the many problems we face as a nation.

What's Your Stake in Democracy?

Since debating issues and making laws can be such a long and com-
phicated process, you many wonder why you should bother to pay
attention, get invohed or even vole. Bul just consider what would

happen to our country if the majority of the people chose not to
vote, Think about what would ocour if distrust of the government
bad many of ui i luen our backs on owr role in the lasmaking
process instead of using our power 1o solve the problamg we see, If
this happens, jou will not have & voice in the future of your country.

Why Trust Government?

Odten, misbehavior on the part of a few politicians grabs head-
lines, while the good that most legislators do often goes unrepaort-
el AS @ resull, a lot of people now distrust many pabic othicas
whn are actually doing their very best to serve them. But just as
bruest is necessary for building strong relationships with our family
and frierds, it is also essential for the health and swcoess of our
community, state and national relationships. 5o the primary pur-
paose of this booklet is to help yvou understand Bwo very important

peinis:

¥ Your trust in govemnment is key to our democracy,
v Your ideas really do count and are welcomed by your elected
represemtatives,




Where's My Vo

WHAT S0ME PEQPLE THIMK

ce?

Legislators don't care what
regular people think.

Howe It Beally Waorks: Legislators are vary concerned about what the
prople in their district want and need. Evervbody's opinion & invit-
ad and welcome. But organizations that represent large numbers

ol people oftes gel more attention than an individual person does.

Have You Ever Wondered: “How can | get my elected representa-
tves to pay atlention to my ideas and suggestions

Picture This: You and your friends are tired of the usual cafeternia
focd and weould like some of your favorite fast food franchises o
sell their meals on campus as they do sl some schools in nearksy
citias. %o you approach the school principal to ket him know how
maryy schaools are now serving popular fast foods for lunch and ask
if he wiould consider the possibility at your school.

Citing all the difficulties inwohed in trging to make it hbappen— and
the rmamy more pressing ssues that are demanding his atbention—

the principal tums you down withowt giving you the chance 1o speak
ancther wiord, You can't help but wonder, “Where's my voice?

That’s when you decide to take your request 1o a friend on the
student council, with the hope of endisting support and creating a
unified student ‘voice’ in favor of the idea.

Yous are surprised to learn that the coundcil has been working on the
issue and your friend i excited e hear from another student who

supports the idea. They already have made some inguiries o ather
schools and food cm"upanles. ¥our Fricnd from the council lets you

knoww what theyve found out so far and about all the unexpected
obstacles they've encountered. “There's a lot more to be consid-
ered besides whal we want for lunch,” she explains, mentioning
contracts with school employees, state standards for nutrition and
a hast of ather considerations that had never coowrred to you.

Council members invite you to join with them in trying to get parents

“Thal overnmen
the strongest of which
ety Mo feals
himself o part.”
1||-:-||]-\.|H|||I-\.|'n
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to go along with the pln, Thowgh the outcome i far from oer-
tain, you are glad your voice is being heard and happy to partici-
prate with people whe share your goal and who know how 1o

miake the system wark.

So It Is With a Representative Democracy. Your student council
wants to hear from you and needs your support [o pass the issues
vou care about. The same is true of membsers of the school board,
state legislature and Congress, Your point of view is important,
amd sn are yower einets to bring abnot changes woo waonld like B0
s in pour school, town, state and our nation.

v Legislators commuricate with the people in their district in
many different ways, Some send out letters. Some have local
atfces where people can come in to meet and talk with the legis-
lator or his or her staff members. Most have Web pages and e-
miail addresses Lo encograge and simplify communications with
the vaters.

W Very few people think abeut the kinds of laws they'd like to
have passed. And those who do give thought to it weny rarely
convey their ideas to their representatives. As a result, the best
wiry legislators have of knowing what people care about is by
checking with the interest groups that focus on the various sides
al thess isses,

P‘"I’.‘Iﬁpite people’s accusations that lawmakers only listen to spe-
cial interest groups and Lo the people who make big contributions
to their election campaigns, every issue that comes before a legis-
lature is discussed an ity merits by people representing many dif-
ferent poimes of view,

Vv If a large majority of the people in a representative’s district
agreed about a particuls issue, their representatives would proba-
bly support that issue in the legislature rather than the views of a
particular special intered growp, However, such agreement rarely
CCOUTS amang voters.

Don't We All Agree?

WHAT S0ME PEQPLE THIME;

The public modtly agrees on what is
right so kegislatars should pass the laners
that the people want.

Hiw (1 Really VWarks: There are so many different upl.r.lnl-'ls in our
sociely and very litthe agreement excepl al a very general level, I
is the job of the lagistature to help find common ground among
these various peints of view so they can pass Laws that waork swell
and benelit the largest number of people possible,

Hawe You Ever Wondered: Why dio we think there i mare agres
ment in the legelature than there i im most families and friend-
ships?

Picture This: You and your friends all decide to get together early
Friday evening for some fun and you feel certain that everyone
will want bo see the same movie that you do. To youwr surprise and
disappointment not everyone in the group wants te go to the
movies, and these who do want to go are all hoping o see a dif-
ferent movie,

O of your frieads has been imdted Lo a party and suggests that
yiou all go there instead of to a movie. But you don’t feel like being
wilh the crosed (hat waill be going to that party. Somecne else sug-
gests the video arcade, but that sounds boring and exaensive to
others in the group. Because your friends don't agree about how
to spend the evening—except that wou all know yow wanl Lo
spend it with each other—how can you work it out so that every-
one feels happy and willing to go along with the ultirate decision?

“There wmphy is Ao
CTNTSETILLN 071
important polical
rmallers in dhe Lted
Whates, Dvsaqreement.
MUl be ermbroced as
o vital part of [ife in o
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Alter talking about gplitting into bwo groups, you and your friends
decide te have the best of both worlds: you will go and see an
earky maxie and then go on to the party.

w0 I 15 With a Representalive Demoacracy: 1t i rol easy 1o come Lo
an agresment when varous people have differing opinions. 1t
often sumprises us that even the people who are closest 1o us don'’t
abwiays agree with ws. In all relationships and group activities, thera
can be many right answers o some questions. 5o, though no one
will be perfectly satisfied all of the time. our relationships grow
stronger when everyone is willing to respect each other’s point of

WA,

v Surveys have shown that many people assume there is agree-
mient gn the most important ssues facing the country, The truth is
that there is wery little agreement about what the most serious
isaues are and about how et 1o addeesgs them.

¥ Even experts disagree on various issues—like what is the best
nutritien and diet plan, for instance.

v People may believe that there is lots of agreement in society
because they're used to hanging out with people who think like
they do. Being part of a chose cirche of friends may alio encourage
someone to go along with the crowed rather than hold on to their
o point of view, This also makes it appear that we agree mone
aften than we actually do.

¥ If we do not recognize the wide differences in beliefs and
wprn i s Lhal peeogahe Dok, wee will pod weodserstand e Gl ulLies
facing a Jemocratic government as it tries to bring ogether the
migrry views and needs coming from the many different woices of
the viotess.

Whose Special ¢
Interests?

WHAT 30ME PEOPLE THIME:

The values and interests of the sverage person are nok repe
sented because legislators do what spedial interest groups and
big campalgn contributors want them o do,

Mo It Really Waorks: Many people are members of cmanized
interest groups, and legislators are dependent upon e good will
and voles of these various groups. 5o Americans are dctually well
represented both by their interest groups and their legislators,

Have You Ever Waondered: If | join a group that fights for what |
believe im, will I have a better chance of persuading my legiskator
to vate for what | want?

Ficture This: Your after-school club wants to raise momey by selling
candy bars at school, You have Tound a supplier who will provide
chocolate bars, and you determine that you need to sell 1,000 of
them Lo raise the money you need, You go to the principal for
prermisiion, bul the principal says that too many other clubs are
already selling candy and denies your request,

Withowt selling candy, your club will never have the money it
needs for the new supplies. You think it's very unfair tat the prin-
cipal has given other clubs permission to sell candy and feel sin-
gled-out because your club is the only one that was denied per-
TSSO,

“Wee have met the

peon intereshs ond

ey e ! ”
Brtdeil Losmn
mithor ol Time, Podns
amid Foiran
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You talk with your classmates and realize that some ather clulbs
have been denied permission too, In fact, it seems like the princ-
pal has only allowed a few selact clubs that are special favorites to
sell candy. You hold a meating after scheal with ciudents frgm all
the clubs that were denied permission. Then you go back to see
the principal together. You bring letters from your parents and
other commurity groups that are supposrtive of
/ principal about the candy issue too since
many af them serve as advisars to the clubs that

wiour clube” activities, You fimd owt that the
teachers’ council has been questioning the
weere denied. A few teachers join your meeting with the
principal.

Faced with such a large number of students and
teachers whao feel strongly about their need to
tundraise, the principal agrees to develop a
schedule for selling candy throwghoutl the school
e, Each club that wants to sell candy signs up
for a one-month period. This way, only one club is
selling at a fime 53 the clubs aren’t competing with
each other and everyone gets to have a chance bo ralse some
maney. Your club is the first to sign up, and easily sells 1,000
candy bars,

50 It 15 With a Representative Democracy: There is power in num-
bers and organization. People who join with athers 1o get their
representative Lo pass laws they svant are likely to have more influ-
e I i v Lanl L Beepa in rodndd Lhal theere are many peope
with strong viesss that are dilferent from yours and they are akso
attempting to get laws passed. But the larger, more actve and
involved your group is the more attention it is likely to get from

your represeniatives,

NTHINK ABOUT THIS: _J

¥ Most of us think of our own interests as representing the pub-
lic will and ac tha bact approach for everyone, IVs usally the
other people’s desires that we view as “special interests.”

v Paid lobbykts do have a lot of influence, Although not sheays
perfect, most of them are goeod and honest representatives of
thedr organizatons' beliefs and interests.

v Even thowugh seme big groups have a lot of money and can get
a lot of attention. legislators also hear other points of view from
smaller interesl groups, executive agencies, kegislative staff, the
miedia and corcerned individuals. And, as earlier stajed, they must
represent the magority view amang the vaters in their district if
they hope to get re-lected,

v Because spzcial interest groups often disagree, representatives
must closely consicler the policies sach group suppots, disouss
them with other legislators, and then wse their judgrent when
casting a vote m the legislature,
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Why Compromise?

WHAT SOME PEOPLE THIMK;

The lawmaking process doesn’t work well because of politics
and needleis conflict.

How 1L Really Wiorks: The dzmocratic process often involves a lot
of argument as kegislators sttempt to find common ground snd
areas of agreement for the different walues, interests and eeds of
thee many volers they each represent. Sometimes these diferences
are hotly debated For bang perieds of time, but most are settled
through compramise.

Have You Exer Wondered: How do legislalors ever get any laws
posacd when cach one of thoem miust deal with the different

dernands of so many various groups of people?

Picture This: Suppose your parents sl your curfews at 10 p.m. on
weekdays. However, on this particular Thursday night, yous
favorite bard is going te b2 playing in a rearby club. Everyone
will be there. But if you attend, you wor't get back tll 11:30 p.m.

All wour friends’ parents have agreed Lo bel them go. Your parents
are the anly holdouts, and you're teeling angry and embarrassed,

You knows yau're going o have to fight hard for what yow wani,
bt the issuz feels important and worth it to you. And because the
Brardd you share with your Jarents is very stromg and o main-
taim a respecthel attitude throughowut the argument—you are con-
fident your relationship will easily withstard the conflict no matter
wehat the oubcome,

Al kst & ddeal B waorked outt Your parents will bet you attend the
concert IF you do all your homework for the week in advance; JIF
youar cellege-age sister and her boyfriend go with you; and IF you
all come home immediately afterwards, This seems ‘air to you—as
lang as the older couple doesn’t sit too close to you and your
friends. EBveryone agrees.

a0 It |5 With a Representative Democracy: Chur country i strength-
rnad Fy the many diffessnt kinds of people within i But this also
rmgans that you can't ahsrays get your way becawse others have
different desires and goals than yours. It s important to build rela-
tionships of trust in order to work out differing points of view.

¥'The U5, Constitution resulted from a number of COMPromises,
v Conllict is a natural part of a democracy
because differences of opinion exist between
the needs and views of different groups,
districts, parties and legislative houwses, as
well as different branches of gowvern-

ment.

v In reality, It takes time to come to /
an agreement and it is often a diffi-

cult, unpleasant process. Legislators

discuss differing views on a problem,

attempt to reach solutions, amd

review and alter them until they final-

ly agree.

l"" Lebare, nEQOUAIOn and compro-

mise are essential for arriving at a com-

mon ground that represents the opinions
and interests of as many people as possibla.
This is what representative demacracy is all
about,
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Your ldeas Count!

Far our represantative demaocrazy bo swcceed in solving the paob-
lerms wes e e—yeatil= pRCArEnGg Gur pn:rs:;:nal frecdorms v st
each participate as fully as we possibly can. Even you, who hawe
the béggpest slake in the future bul may not yet be eligible to vote,
can have a rabe in cecidirg whit our eture will lcok like,

If s want ta make a pinsitive differesce incthe socdd a9d be
sameone to whom other: listen, you need fo educate yoursell and
Lhen oo wwikl gyroages et share your interests. By working
together witk these like-minded peogle anc staying in dose teuch
with yvour elested representative, you can strive today te help cre-
ate the kind of word you swant b Fve in tomcrrow,

Yawr veice cosnbs, Your eeas are weliosme andd they matter Rt
the process of reaching agreements and passing Lws in our systern
of gervernrment Lok Lirmes 10 alss reguires pratienice, Luderance lur
differences ard disagreerrents, alus the willingness (o comipro.
mise—because you may not win if the majority dees nol agree
with vou, Onze vou understand how the democralic process works
and how to get your voicz heard, then you have 2 chance to make
areal difference in the werld o }'wrs-l?“ gl eouniboecs et

Your Yoice Matters;

Peopde often stop themsdves fram speaking up about things “hat
matter to them because they think mo one will isten or care.
Fonwever, if something is important to you, it s probally impor-
tant to other peoplz a5 well. 30 the next Dme you See SHmelring
around you that could be improved, “alk to someone who can
help, You may wanl to do some reseirch fist 1o make ¢ clear case
for vour beligfs. Bul once wou present the facts, wouw may be sar-
prised o find out how mich your volce redly does count.

Ly & the

cetermined chage af

Go Ahead. Try This At Home.

¥ Find out the name of your local state legislators, (Mote; kMost
states have two houses of gevernment, so you will likely have bwo

‘ra aver cptecim, af
comrrily aner
chaas, *

representatives. You cam find your representatives by Qoing 1o the S s

MCEL Webs site al wwincslorg.) Learn as much & you can about

&lrd Presicien

of e Unibed St

viour legislators: political party, background, and the issues he or
she cares most about.

¥ Check out the isswes that are being debated in your stale capi-
Lol What are the really hot Gisues and what are the differing view-
points? YWhat are the possible compromises?

¥ Tor o short period of tims, soy o manth af 36, checl yowr lacal
newspapers and the Internet to learn more about issues affecting
your cammunity, Talk about therm with your parents, When you
feel stronghy about an issee, let your opinion be kidwn. Write of
call your legislator and share your point of view. Remember, your
opinioT coumts,

l-"'" bedekie a list of other Web sites that can make your ideas count
im ouF representative democacy.

Your |deas Count!
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